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      Even through the layers upon layers of steel, wood and earth, Isambard Brunel could hear the screaming. The sound seeped through the streets above, pushing its way through every crack and crevice like a compie in search of food. Every man, woman and child in London screamed tonight. Their cries echoed through his underground chambers in a cacophony of agony and rage.

      Brunel tapped his brass-plated knuckles against the arm of his chair, listening for the mechanical wheezing that meant one of his Boilers had fallen. Even as the Londoners hacked their bodies to pieces, his machines could drag themselves from the streets into the secret tunnels and return to their master for repair. He'd created them thus – his reusable army.

      On the workbench, a damaged Boiler unit hissed and spluttered. Brunel leaned over and pushed another shovel of coal into the furnace. As the flames flared and the rotation wheels and mechanical arms Brunel had designed continued their repair work on the Boiler, the machine leaned back against the steel bench and fell silent, letting the heat and steam wash over its mangled body.

      Hundreds of his machines waited in the nave of the Chimney in various stages of disrepair: casualties of his battle to keep London from Stephenson's grasp. Brunel was their father, their doctor, the healer of their pain.

      Brunel sighed. He should be sitting on the table right now, letting the tines and pistons of the engines restore his own weary body. But he was flesh and blood, damnable mortal ingredients and organ slurry. He'd been so close to perfection; a gleaming iron body, an interior that clanged and churned and wound itself for eternity. Before Nicholas stole the plate …

      Over the screaming, the bells rang. Someone living had breached the interior door. Brunel wound the tines on his mechanical earpiece, a device that allowed the engineer to discern footsteps through thick walls and hear conversations across a crowded room. The mechanism was so small he'd successfully hidden its presence from even his closest advisors, and he'd used it to weed out some of his more untrustworthy colleagues. Now, as he gave the tines another twist, he only heard one pair of feet shuffling down the metal stairs. He knew who it would be.

      Sure enough, a few minutes later the two Boilers guarding the door parted and James Holman stumbled through.

      "Stephenson's Navvies hold the southern Wall, and the populace have taken back the city. They've piled a great pyre of Boiler bodies on Bishops Bridge. Engine Ward is no longer in your control, Isambard. Just now, they put the Boiler workshops to the flame, and the Chimney will be next." He didn't step into the light of the fire. James – blinded in his youth by an unknown illness– had no need for the light.

      Brunel did not reply.

      "Sir, are you listening? They have you surrounded. Eventually, they will break down these iron doors."

      Brunel spoke, raking the words across his scorched throat.

      "And by then, I will be long gone. I am not concerned for what those men of flesh and blood can do to me. If you seek your own preservation, James, leave the city tonight, before they implicate you in my crimes."

      "But sir, my eyes! You promised …"

      "You had my plate, and you lost it again. Do I have the plate, James? Do you see me clasping that precious object to my bosom?"

      "No, Messiah—"

      "Then you have your answer."

      "But—"

      Above their heads, something crashed.

      Brunel smiled. "James, won't you get the door for our guests?"

      Holman's gaunt face contorted in fear, and he fled the room.

      Brunel settled back in his chair, twisting his earpiece one final time. He could hear their feet crashing through the church above, and their screams as they met his Boiler guard, ready with jets of scalding water that suppurated their flesh from their bones.

      He let the screams fill him, serenading his short-lived victory. He had only a few moments to enjoy the sound before he fled into the tunnels. It's maddening that they should turn on me now, when I was so close to completion. Still, I built all this; I can build it again …

      "Brunel," a familiar voice spat through the gloom.

      He jumped in surprise. Strange, he hadn't heard anyone approach. Brunel turned, but could only just see the outline of a man's shadow in the corner of the room. Brunel wondered how long he'd been lurking there in silence.

      "Ah, Nicholas. I'm so pleased you could join me."

      "Don't sully my name on your traitorous tongue," the intruder hissed. "You're a coward and a liar, Isambard, sabotaging your own train to frame Stephenson for murder, and hiding down here to escape your judgement. The city is burning, our own people are dying or fleeing to the swamps, but you care for naught but yourself and your precious machines. My own family—" He gulped.

      Brunel smirked, his lips cracking. "Surely the Stokers don't expect their own Messiah to throw himself into the fire? Have you breached my sacred quarters merely to berate me, Nicholas?"

      The man stepped out from the shadow, moving under the stream of light flickering from the furnace. He looked wretched – patches of his skin burnt and blistering from his body. His face was tight with fury. Blood leaked from a sliver of shrapnel protruding from under his ribcage. Nicholas raised his hand. Light danced off a glinting sword blade.

      "Nicholas—"

      Stunned, Brunel could only hold up his arm in protest as Nicholas swung. The steel flashed and tore through Brunel's robe, slicing his right arm through the elbow. The severed arm hung in the air for a moment before thudding to the floor.

      Brunel stared at his discarded limb for a moment, numb with surprise. Then the pain arced through his whole body, starting at his shoulder and seizing his right side in uncontrollable spasms. The pain exploded through his brain. Blood gushed from the wound and splattered across Nicholas' determined face. He leaned over Brunel, poising for another cut.

      Brunel stumbled back, desperation seeping through his agony.  If I don't reach the tunnels, I will die this night, and I will never be remade.

      His own blood clotted his eyes, blinding him in his gloom. Brunel fumbled for his workbench, but missed and toppled forward. His steel boot caught on a clip, and he fell in a writhing lump at Nicholas' feet.

      "You don't know what it's like, Messiah." Nicholas spat. "Every hour, every minute I hear your Boilers inside my skull, begging me to kill them, to save them from their agony. If you heard what I heard, you wouldn't wish yourself inside those steel cages."

      "And if you knew what I know, Nicholas -" Brunel raised his head. "You wouldn't have come here tonight with murderous thoughts."

      Nicholas lunged. Brunel rolled to the side and drove his boot into Nicholas' groin. As the man doubled over, Brunel lashed out again, shoving the man onto the nearby grate covering the air vent to the tunnels below. Nicholas clamped his hands around Brunel's neck and pulled him into his shoulder, adding his weight to the flimsy steel grate. With his one remaining breath Brunel thrust out his foot and pushed the pin from the latch. The unsecured grate clattered away and both men fell into the abyss below.
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      James Holman's memoirs, First Edition

      For nineteen years Brunel's Wall lay abandoned; from 1832 – the second year of the Metal Messiah's reign – until 1851. Brunel's defeat came only two years after London's citizens fought off the Vampire King's sanguine children. Finally, England was free of the vampires and the machines.

      During this time, the royal line was re-established, and the city grew and prospered, becoming once again the shining star of England. And though Brunel's inventions remained in use, his name was forbidden to be spoken and all vestiges of the Metal Messiah's cult were banished from the city.

      Among these were the Stokers – the train workers and Wall builders who were Brunel's people. Unable to return to Engine Ward – their home for many decades – the Stokers remained at Graveyard, a wasted landscape of scrap metal and disused railway carriages deep in the fog and the fens of southwest England. Here they worked, and waited for the country to forgive them for the sins of their engineer.

      The years passed. The hulking structure of the Wall stood abandoned. The people began to forget the horrors of the Wall; the screams that issued from within when Brunel sabotaged his own train, the stench of suppurating flesh that rose with the steam and clouded the surrounding villages in eternal night; the emaciated and wholly inhuman features of the Sunken – offspring of the Vampire King – who tore the city to pieces in their frenzied feeding; the cold precision of the Boilers, the furnace-masters.

      People tore away sections of the steal façade for use in other projects, and vines crept through the holes bored by rust and weather and rats. The Wall became another faded memorial on the London skyline, a monument to those who died in a war no one remembered.

      Meanwhile, within the Wall, a light flickered, and the gears began to turn.

      My introduction ends here, for the rest of this story belongs to Thorn. Because Thorn herself cannot write, nor has any desire to learn though I have offered on many occasions, I have taken it upon myself to record her adventure.

      It will be my last work, for as my name and freedom fades my pain returns, although now it sits behind my eyes, gnawing at my brain like a rat possessed, draining my body of life.

      For those who've followed my previous works, it may be of interest to know that I am no longer blind. There are days – especially when the pain rides so great that all the explosions of a steam engine seem to go off inside my skull – that I question the worth of my new sight. This contraption cost me too much, and without my selfishness we all may have been spared much pain and suffering. For my betrayal, I endure my personal hell, so that this tome may be written.

      Now that I again form letters with quill and ink, and – after I wind my clockwork eyes – I can enjoy the printed word at my own pleasure, without need of another to read for me, my love of words and witticisms continues to flood my veins.

      While in the employ of George Wombwell's Travelling Menagerie, I was blessed to visit Buckingham Palace and meander through whole rooms – three and twenty times the size of my own apartments – filled with nothing but books. Many were coated with dust, a layer for each year they went unread. As a man who lived without books for nearly thirty years, I found that saddest of all.

      The books told the history of England; from the founding of the great cities through its rise from the ashes of the Roman occupation, her monarchs and her architects and her clockmakers and her pie sellers. Shelves were devoted to her most recent history: the booming trade in tricorn ivory, Brunel and Stephenson and the engineering sects and their churches and ceremonies, the building of the Wall that kept the dragons out and the citizens in, the Vampire King and his lead-scoured children who terrorised the city, the Gauge War that was Brunel's undoing, the banishment of the Stokers.

      Though I pored for hours and days over those volumes, never once did my eyes fall upon the words of a Stoker. Nicholas Thorne's volumes on architectural theory were not even in evidence, though I myself own a bookshelf of his fine leather-bound scripts and know them to be some of the finest work in the field.

      I intend this volume in part to remedy that. Maybe it won't be as eloquent as the God Blanchard's treatise on dirigible flight, maybe it won't portray our beast wars with the blood curdling suspense of Herodotus' account of Thermopylae, maybe it won't expound magical changeling animals like the God Darwin, nor depict a God so arrogant and changeable as the damnable Bible. But it will be Thorn's story, and maybe it will be read in future years, and Stokers will know that their history contained great triumph and great sacrifice.

      And maybe, if I truly capture her within these pages, Thorn will forgive me, and I will forgive myself.

      James Holman, Esq.

      [image: ]

      Deep in the murk of the hanging fog, two eyes glowed like London streetlamps. Along the western edge of the bog a string of paraffin lamps bobbed over the muddied grasses; mere fireflies in comparison to those monstrous orbs. Thorn heard the low grumble of the beast as it sank into the mud. It sensed their presence.

      Thorn's shoulders tensed, her finger tightening around the trigger, but the moaning stopped before she could react. She let out a breath.

      Not yet.

      The fog obscured the beast's form, but from its moans she could place its position. She tugged her goggles off her head and wiped the layer of sweat from the inside, but this did nothing to increase her visibility over the dark, smoky fenland. She crouched lower behind the bulky mainframe of the Gast-Engine, checking the spring-column was stable and the steam-powered weapon was pressurised.

      She waited.

      Though Thorn could not see him, she knew that several feet away towards the tricorn's left flank waited her friend Lurgo, his Gast poised at the same target.

      The cramp in her leg twinged, and her knee buckled, splashing her tunic with soggy peat. Thorn pursed her lips, willing her body to behave, concentrating on the gloom. On the far bank she heard the bell chime thrice.

      At the sound the tricorn lurched forward. Mud and peat sloshed at Thorn's feet. The beast growled – fifty feet to her left, whereas before it had been on her right – and Thorn fired.

      The pistons slammed in the cylinder, and hot steam rushed past her face. Since the beast still wallowed in the darkness she couldn't tell if she'd landed a hit. Thorn released the pressure valve and another bolt rolled into the chamber. She used her left hand to slide open the vent pins, allowing water to rush through and cool the mechanism.

      The bell sounded again, and as Thorn swung the Gast towards the charging animal, she heard Lurgo's bolt slice through the air. The beast let out a great bellow, and a wave of peat splattered the lamps. The already low light grew dimmer.

      Thorn reached with her mind through the darkness, searching for a connection to the animal. Where are you? Let me sense you—

      The ground shook as the tricorn rose again. At last Thorn saw it emerge into the dim semi-circle of lamplight. Oswald's bells became urgent as the great head rose from the water, the dark silhouette of its peat-encrusted hide tumbling forward as it stampeded towards the clanging bell. Weeds draped its bone collar and thorny branches clung to the tough skin on its cheeks. Amongst the eldritch spectacle poked two curved ivory horns – as long as Thorn's outstretched arms and the prize for which they fought – and the ivory stump on the nose, now caked with mud.

      Thorn squeezed the trigger, and felt the kick in her shoulder. This time her bolt definitely hit. The beast bucked, rising eight feet in the air and collapsing in the bog. The bell clanged again; keep shooting, we're not sure if it's dead.

      Thorn tipped out the empty magazine and fed another through the clip rotation, twisting the mainframe towards the lamps. Her mind fixed on the tricorn – slotting between his thoughts like gauge rails on a railway - and its rage and fear poured into her skull.

      Got you.

      She squeezed the trigger.

      "Thorn, behind you!"

      Bloody Lurgo, now it knows where you are—

      Suddenly, another mind forced itself into hers. The new thoughts rushed her body, and she could smell what it smelt, could taste the rage and terror. How could I have been so careless? She'd missed the second tricorn, and now it was heading right for her.

      Thorn heard the growl on her left – less than ten feet away - and felt the ground swell as the second beast rushed her. She dived backward, the trigger lever snapping off in her hand. The connection in her mind snapped, and pain thundered inside her skull. Rolling over her left shoulder and digging her boots into soft peat, she rose in time to see the second tricorn crash through her abandoned Gast.

      The pressure valve arced through the air, whistling and spitting as it slapped into the mud. Sparks flew in all directions, and she leapt back as twists of steel fell at her feet. The mainframe was driven under by the force of the beast, and cogs and gears snapped and buckled. The tricorn barrelled onward, groaning as it struggled to slow its momentum and turn back on her.

      Thorn willed her legs to move. Slowly, achingly slowly, she stepped backward, but her boot slid into a boggy hole and she fell. The beast rose and rolled towards her, blood blurring its glowing eyes.

      Holy Conductor, save me—

      Her stomach sank. Burning rose in the back of her throat. She uttered a final, silent prayer.

      The air rang with hissing as Lurgo pumped bolts into the charging creature, and Thorn saw the shadow of its great head fall beneath the surface, until its glowing eyes and great horns disappeared under the mud.

      Lurgo took a suicide run within a foot of the second beast – still thrashing in its death throes – and grabbed Thorn under the shoulders. He tugged and her foot slid out of her boot, which – heavy with dripping peat – sunk into the mud with a plop.

      They tumbled backward. Thorn spat blood and peat onto Lurgo's overalls and held up the broken lever. "I saved this."

      "Quartz will be glad." His eyes darted across the swamp where the hunting party pulled in the lamps and gathered around the first carcass. "Do you need my arm?"

      She shook him off. "I can manage." Perhaps too sour a tone for someone who just saved her life, but it was imprudent to give Lurgo any encouragement. Lurgo had been her only friend for longer than she could remember, but since she turned sixteen – four years ago now – his attention had shifted, most notably to her chest area.

      Weeds scraped across her bootless foot as she stood up, and peat sank between her toes, gluing them together. Thorn picked her path back through the swamp, grabbing at the glints of metal on the bog surface. When she came within arms' reach of the second retiring beast, her stomach muscles contracted.

      It was almost dead. Blood bubbled from wounds where Lurgo's bolts bore fissures in its belly, but its chest still heaved and the forelegs twitched. Thorn's hands shook as she bent to retrieve the trigger spring, and it fell from her fingers and disappeared under the peat.

      Quartz is going to have my head. It'll take months to construct a new Gast, and we have no other weapons powerful enough to penetrate tricorn skin.

      Sloshing footsteps behind her meant Lurgo was close. She gathered up the scraps in her skirt, held the corners together and slunk towards the group, keeping her eyes low and hoping in vain no one noticed she was short one boot and one Gast-Engine.

      When they entered the circle of light, Lurgo grabbed her arm again, but she yanked it away and shot him a filthy look. In the lamplight he could not pretend he didn't notice her reproach. She saw the hurt in his eyes and turned away, knowing it best to ignore him.

      Lurgo left to help the team reposition the lamps around the carvers. She deposited her scraps on the rear of the wagon, tucked her grubby frock coat over them, and stooped over the chassis, picking the debris from between her toes and trying to appear busy.

      She watched the action from the corner of her eye; the sheen of hatchet blades in the gloom, the carcass sagging as they tore the ribcage away to expose the bulbous organs. The stench began to flood over the wagon, though no one else seemed to notice. Thorn was one of the few Stokers who retained her sense of smell.

      She pulled her peat-encrusted scarf from under her collar and pressed it to her nose and mouth, but it could not alleviate the unforgettable fragrance of blood-leeched peat, or the acrid stench of faeces as the intestines were severed, or the cloying smell of fresh meat. Thorn watched Lurgo help the carvers load the rear of the sled with slabs of dripping meat, and too often she saw his eyes shift to her.

      They won't allow me to mourn Rex much longer. I have to convince Oswald I'm a decent hunter, despite this disaster, or he won't allow me to remain in Graveyard. With Rex gone, Lurgo is the only boy who will have me, if I can't convince him otherwise.

      In her secret prayers she hoped, of course. But after nine months of no word she knew Rex's Stoker heritage must have been discovered, and the London schoolmasters would have had him killed for his deception. By Great Conductor's blessing he waited for her at the Station of Life.

      The others didn't think so, of course. Even Aaron, Rex's father, thought him merely captivated by London's splendour. "He'll come back when he's ready, Thorn. A young man has to explore the world before he settles down and takes a wife."

      "He's found himself a bangtail in Whitechapel. He won't be back," Bill Riley, Lurgo's father, said with a scoff. "They never come back."

      She shuddered. Please don't let that be true.

      Compared to that, marriage to Lurgo would be heaven.

      The carvers returned with the last of the meat, and Oswald stacked six ivory horns behind the boiler mount. His grizzled face bore a broad grin; he was the only one pleased with the night's hunt. The carvers grumbled about the wasted meat; the wagon could only carry one carcass and by the time they returned the other would either have spoiled or be crawling with compies. Thorn heard whispered conversations as the men clambered aboard:

      "Oswald should nae trust a woman with this job. He's a weak Chancellor to concede to Quartz's whims. The child is clearly no hunter."

      I've killed more tricorns than you've killed rats, Robbie Paxton, and yet you get second helpings before my plate is even filled. It's me who feeds your greedy gullet. And don't forget that black eye your son Walter had last week – told you he walked into a steam valve again, did he? That will teach him for speaking ill of Rex.

      "—she should be tending the cooking fires, not here in the marshes. She'll be marrying soon—"

      That's what you think, William Haddock. I'll be six feet in the peat bog before I let any of your sons near my lady bits—

      "She won't be marrying anybody, because no one will 'ave the witch, not even your lads, William." Bill Riley sneered. "We should have been rid of her years ago. Nicholas' spawn must surely carry his traitorous blood, and for all Aaron's talk of her special skills she's been naught use to us. Why, her third time out and she lost a Gast and a good leather boot! Rex was lucky to escape her. Even if the school's booted him out, I'm sure he's much happier in London."

      I wanted Rex to succeed more than anyone. I wanted to have a new life with Rex. Maybe Aaron is wrong, maybe Great Conductor did curse me…

      Thorn fingered her pendant – a Stoker cross Rex had made for her before he left – uttering an apologetic prayer. I am not angry with you, I'm angry with them. But even that wasn't entirely true. She loved these people, and deep down she was sorry she'd disappointed them again. Her anger turned inward, and she dug her fingernails into her palm till she felt a sting of pain. You deserve much worse…

      There'll be words with Quartz tonight, and after I'd begged for this privilege. Please don't let him take me off the hunt.

      Thorn gritted her teeth as Lurgo lowered himself down beside her, gripping the buffer beam over the boiler chassis and patting her shoulder. She ignored him, squeezing droplets of blood from the nicks in her hand where the steel had cut.

      Oswald stoked the boiler. Steam hissed from the valves and Thorn's seat juddered with the familiar slam of the pistons. The engine pushed the skids over the slick peat and the wagon lurched forward. Thorn set her jaw as it began its ascent of the disused broad-gauge track, out of the bog and into the Narrow.

      When Isambard Brunel had been Messiah and Lord Protector of England, he had first sent the Stokers into the swamps to extend the South Devon stretch of his Great Western Railway towards Plymouth, cutting across miles of peat-rich fenland. Instead of steam locomotion the trains were moved by the Clegg system of vacuum traction.

      As Brunel's loyal followers, the Stokers had worked tirelessly cutting the peat to form the Narrow where the trains would run. The workforce built up a shantytown from abandoned railway carriages and other rubbish they found rotting in the swamp. They laid the gauge and fitted the fifteen-inch pipes for the atmospheric train, only to have the entire system fall into disuse before it was even complete. The technology required leather flaps to seal the vacuum pipes. The leather was softened with tallow, making it a favourite snack for rats and compies, who devoured the flaps in swift succession. The line ceased operation and Brunel moved on to more lofty ambitions. But he ordered the workforce to remain in the swamps, assuring them he would welcome them back into the city as soon as they'd helped him defeat Stephenson. And so the Stokers had fought in the Gauge War, using Brunel's Boiler machines to attack Stephenson's army. But despite all odds being in their favour, the Boiler army malfunctioned and the Stokers were defeated. Aaron Williams had led many of the men into London to confront Brunel, but after the truth behind the wreck of the Thunderer emerged and Brunel was defeated, the people blamed the Stokers for the actions of their leader, and banished them back into the swamps. And here in the swamps they remained for twenty years, dwelling in the landscape of their greatest folly.

      The wagon juddered over the exposed gauge, and the slopes of the Narrow shone slick with running water. A ramshackle Clegg pump station – its rusted square chimney stained white with compie faeces – marked the northbound stretch of the disused atmospheric railway. The damage from the latest tricorn stampede was obvious; several of the lamps had burnt out or fallen from their sconces and smashed. Two sections of the cut wall had collapsed. Thorn saw the new administrator attempting to note these damages on his slate, though thick globules of rain smudged the chalk.

      Icabod had died of cholera last week, and she hadn't yet introduced herself to his replacement. She didn't recognise his curled moustache or probing eyes, but then, Thorn didn't spend her time socialising around the cooking fires, so it was possible she just hadn't noticed him before. He was young for such responsibility, not more than twenty-five or so, with smooth skin and strong shoulders that pulled at the fabric of his greatcoat. His lapels were singed with intricate designs and encrusted with filth, identifying him as part of the Williams clan, the self-appointed aristocracy of Graveyard.

      That's interesting. Aaron never would have trusted his family with the accounts. This must be Oswald's influence.

      The administrator looked up then and caught her eye. His handsome features broke into a wide smile. Thorn whipped her head away, embarrassed and confused. Why was he smiling? Didn't he know who she was?

      She concentrated on the path ahead. When she saw the outline of the abandoned Clegg carriage on the gloom-shrouded horizon, Thorn squeezed her eyes shut. She counted to twenty, enough time for the wagon to clatter past without her laying eyes on it. The carriage still held memories she didn't want to face. She opened her eyes again and let out her breath. Lurgo put his hand on her shoulder, again. She shrugged him off. Doesn't he ever give up?

      He knows he's nearly got me, whether I want him or not. Why would he give up now?

      Quartz had the watch tonight. He lit the signal lights as they turned into the outer boundary of Graveyard, marked by the high wall of sharpened steel spikes and other scrap. Oswald signalled back that the hunt was successful, and the gate swung open. Thorn sighed; there was no signal for a bittersweet victory.

      Within minutes the cutting widened out, and they passed through the outskirts of Graveyard. The oldest carriages littered this area – abandoned over twenty years ago as newer, faster, better models were created. Brunel's first GWR locomotives rotted here, their steal frames and ten-foot drive wheels dwarfing the rusted goods carriages and half-finished sleeper carriages.

      Although Stoker society prohibited ownership, there was definitely a hierarchy within Graveyard. While other Stokers lived in newer, watertight units (some even had little garden plots and running water), the poorer Stoker families lived here, huddled inside the broken train shells. Some toppled sideways, some stuck end-up in the mud. All unwanted, all neglected, just like the Stokers who occupied them. Haphazard piles of twisted metal rose and fell from the peat, and the broad gauge tracks buckled like saplings between flaming pools of oil. Steam leaked from various funnels and valves, and the sound of creaking and hissing filled the night. Thorn sucked on her wool scarf, but she had no hope of escaping that smell. Her head reeled with the reek of human filth and waste, of wet, bubbling oil, of bile and sickness and death.

      Smells like home.

      Oswald slowed the wagon as it passed under the light of the Turret. Quartz kept the exterior of the watchtower in impeccable condition – remarkable, considering the squalor he usually lived in – and its vertical steel walls gleamed as if new. Although Stoker society forbade ownership and others on the watch did duty there, the Turret unmistakably belonged to Quartz. He'd built the interior platforms and designed the clockwork system and mercury bowl that ran the argand wick lamp, which swivelled like a lighthouse over the Southern stretch of Graveyard.

      Quartz's Fresnel lens spun the light over the wagon, bathing it in a green glow. Thorn rubbed her eyes and sat up on her heels, ready to jump off. Quartz jammed the clockwork with the assembly weight and the light stopped. He bent over the sill, his features drawn. Raindrops rolled down his hooked nose.

      "I see only one Gast Engine."

      "Thorn lost hers," snapped Oswald. "I warned you about letting her—"

      "I can build another."

      "But until then, we're reliant on the stores. Your esteem for Nicholas has clouded your judgement, Quartz. Of course I will be removing Thorn from the hunting party."

      Thorn's cheeks flushed with anger. She inched towards the edge of the wagon, keeping her head bowed.

      "It wasn't her fault!" Shut your mouth, Lurgo. You'll make this worse. "We didn't know there was a second—"

      "If she had the sense, she'd have known," Oswald snapped. "Aaron would've known."

      Thorn squeezed her eyes shut, trying not to cry. He was right, of course. Aaron would've sensed the second beast. I'm sorry Aaron, I'm not you. I'm not what you think I am.

      Quartz grunted and disappeared inside. The clockwork clacked to life and the green light resumed its cycle. The wagon lurched forward, and Thorn leapt from the side and splashed through the mud to the door. She pulled the cord protruding from the lintel.

      Quartz' face reappeared at the window.

      "You really buggered up, Thorn."

      "I'll help you work on the new Gast."

      He spat. The glob of spittle rolled down the funnel and floated in a puddle.

      She held up the trigger lever. "I saved this, and a few other pieces. Unfortunately the spring's at the bottom of the bog."

      He mumbled something impolite, and pulled on a lever. A jet of steam shot from the Turret roof, and the iron door swung inward. Thorn ducked inside and pulled off her coat, wringing out the water on the slick steps. She scraped a layer of peat off her bare foot and found another boot in the pile under the stairs, wincing as she pulled it on.

      Too small, but it'll have to do.

      "Quit dallying," he called down. "Let's see what you've got."

      She scrambled up the spiral stairs. Quartz sat in the parlour on the third floor landing, his fingers weaved around a flask. The pungent smell of soot and mecks clung in the air.

      Thorn emptied her haul over the grating on the table. "The tricorn crushed the mainframe and the boiler; I had no hope."

      Quartz lifted his monocle to inspect the debris. "You've got the steam injection lever though. That's something."

      "And Oswald got six horns. By my calculations that's the next six months of supplies paid for. He should be thanking me, not kicking me off the hunt."

      "Don't harp on about the supplies to me. You know my thoughts on that front.” Another glob of Quartz's spit rolled down the wall. "If Aaron were still Chancellor—" he sighed. "Aaron knows the contract with Bristol is crap. The Williams clan take all the profits and feed us on porridge and stale bread. Meanwhile, the Navvies pull up all the broad gauge track we laid and put down Stephenson's flimsy crap, with a shilling a week for their trouble! Soon, the last stretch of the Great Western Railway will belong to Stephenson and Co., and they'll sweep in here and send us all packing. Did Aaron ever tell you what he was planning before he got sick?" Thorn shook her head. "A breeding programme, like the Scots have with the neckers, but with tricorns instead. Aaron wanted to capture tricorn babies and raise them in the Graveyard, and when they grew we could control them."

      "For what?"

      Quartz smiled. "What do you think the Navvies would do if they saw us charging toward them riding an army of steel-plated tricorns?"

      Thorn smiled at that.

      "But Oswald won't hear of it. Thinks it unnatural. And of course there's only you and Aaron with the skill to train them … so now we're back to the bloody Williams—"

      A bell rang.

      Quartz leapt at the window, knocking over his flask. Mecks mixed with the soot and mud on the table, and splattered Thorn's tunic.

      "What is it?"

      Quartz fiddled with the lenses on his monocle, and squinted into the night.

      "A stranger” —his frown turned up in a smile that was more like a sneer— "who is not a stranger at all."

      He threw up the lever, and Thorn leaned out the window as the light ceased its rotation, pausing on the hunched figure that wandered so boldly into Stoker territory…

      A stranger…who is not a stranger at all…

      Thorn bolted down the steps, her muscles screaming. Coatless, the rain pelted her shoulders as she stumbled over the uneven track, gluing her clothes to her body and pulling her hair into a matted clump. When she was a few feet away the stranger lifted his hood and droplets cascaded off his steep nose and high cheeks as his face broke into a smile.

      He looked a mess. Long cuts ran across his cheeks and forehead, some opened by the force of the downpour and dribbling rivers of blood over his face. He stooped so far forward she thought he must surely fall over, and his clothes hung in tatters from his sallow, emaciated limbs. A filthy rucksack – matted with rain and nearly empty – hung from his shoulder. Though his lips smiled, his eyes betrayed horror.

      Thorn stood before him and he lurched forward and embraced her. She sobbed into his greatcoat, knitting her fingers into his back, where she felt only bone. He seemed awkward, as if he suddenly didn't know what to do with his hands.

      "You're alive," she whispered, her words lost in the howl of the wind. "Alive, alive, alive…"

      I knew it. I knew he would come back for me.

      The wind tore at their skin and pressed soot and grit between their bones. Rex cupped her face in his rough hands and kissed her forehead, a burst of warmth in a forest of pain.

      "Little Thorn," he shouted over the rain, his words almost lost in her hair. "You've grown."

      "I'm a hunter now. Although so is Lurgo. They let anyone hunt these days, although I probably won't be allowed for much longer. I broke a Gast engine today."

      "Oh."

      They stared at each other for several moments. Lightning arched across the sky.

      "I bring news. I must speak to Quartz and Father immediately."

      "Rex … Aaron is sick. We don't know what's wrong. Oswald is in charge now."

      Pain flicked across his sunken eyes, and his fingers dug into her shoulder. "When did he—"

      "Two months ago. There was an outbreak of some sort of malady. It got Icabod, Frederick and nine others. Aaron's fever's gone now but he's still sick. Oswald is Chancellor now." Thorn shivered. Rain dribbled down her spine.

      "I—" He pulled her to him, his embrace fierce.

      "We've missed you," she whispered. The wind whipped her words away. Now I can marry you, and I'll never be cursed again.

      "Don't just stand out there canoodling!"

      They both jumped, their heads banging together. Rex stumbled and fell to his hands in a puddle.

      "Inside, now!" The door swung open. Thorn helped Rex stand and he leaned on her shoulder as they ascended the steps.

      Blood dripped from his wounds and mixed with the filth in the grating. Quartz threw a rag at Thorn and pushed a flagon of mecks into Rex's hand. "Blacken your tongue on that."

      "I don't want—"

      Quartz glowered. Rex slumped against the wall, and drowned the foul drink in one gulp. Thorn wiped his face and hands with the rag.

      "Nine months, boy." Quartz adjusted his finest lens. "How's school?"

      "I dropped out."

      Thorn's head snapped up. He didn't … did he? Rex – along with another boy they all called Sooty – had been singled out from all the youth in Graveyard. They had the cleverest minds and the most persuasive personalities: the boys most likely to make it in the city. The Stokers had pooled all the money they had to send the two boys to school in London under false identities. It was their only chance at a life outside Graveyard, and the Stokers' only opportunity to place agents in the outside world who might one day be able to end their banishment. Rex knew how much had been sacrificed to give him this chance. He knew what his schooling meant to the Stokers, and especially to his father, Aaron. He would never quit. Would he?

      Thorn glanced over at Quartz, who was staring at Rex with a stony expression. "I think you'd better explain," he said.

      "I had no choice. There are much more important matters at stake. I've been living with … with the London Stokers." Rex stared at Thorn as he spoke. He looked a bit sheepish.

      Thorn reeled. That doesn't make any sense. There were no Stokers left in London, save Rex and Sooty. Every last one had been sent to Graveyard nineteen years ago.

      Quartz looked unimpressed. "There are no London Stokers."

      "Yes, there are. Not many, but we're growing in number, recruiting more people who believe in our cause, who want to be part of our way of life."

      Quartz shook his head. "Who would want to become a Stoker, the most loathed people in England?"

      "Oh, all sorts. The cult of Great Conductor didn't die with Brunel; it's been dwelling underground all these years. Priests conduct their sermons in secret, extolling the virtues of steam engines and spreading the gospel of broad gauge to men who believe in the superiority of Brunel's designs. Many of these followers have taken oaths and now wear the Stoker cross with pride. And they want to help us. They want to find a way to return the Stokers to Engine Ward."

      "And just how do they propose to do that?"

      "Queen Victoria is holding a Great Exhibition of the most magnificent industrial works of the world. They're building a huge crystal palace in Hyde Park to house the exhibits. Sooty and I found work on the construction gang."

      "Does this concern us?"

      "Robert Stephenson will be the star of the English exhibitors. Navvies will flood to London to support that treacherous gammy. The Metal Messiah's great works will not even be acknowledged. The London Stokers are planning to infiltrate the Great Exhibition, and use it as a platform to showcase the innovations of Brunel and the Stokers to the world."

      "You're going to infiltrate a public exhibition and swap around some of the displays? It sounds more like a childish prank than a serious plan to restore the Stokers to London."

      "Don't judge me yet, for there is more news I must share." Rex lowered his voice. "We hold our secret meetings in one of the old tunnels beneath Engine Ward. It seems most fitting. Well, recently, while making our way to our meeting place, we've seen lights flickering inside Engine Ward, deep in the darkest tunnels where no light is supposed to be. And just the other day I overheard two Metic priests on a street corner whispering about noises coming from the ruins of Brunel's old church. So we snuck up to the surface of the Ward itself, and I saw the outer foundation walls of the Chimney had been rebuilt."

      Thorn leaned across the table, her chest tightening. "By whom?"

      "We don't know. It's not us. We kept watch for three days and never saw anyone within the ruins; it's as if the walls are rebuilding themselves."

      Quartz slapped his empty flagon on the table. "By Great Conductor's festering turds, he's back. The bastard's back."

      "Who's back?" Thorn asked, but both Quartz and Rex ignored her.

      "That's what we think. Who would do this apart from Brunel? And with the exhibition's opening only weeks away—"

      "He's returning to defeat Stephenson in the hour of his greatest triumph?"

      "This is why I've returned to the swamp. It's not good just Sooty and I being at the exhibition. We need more Stokers ready and waiting for Brunel's return. We should be there – we must be there – when he destroys Stephenson and reclaims London." Rex's voice rose in pitch as he became excited. Quartz nodded, but far from sharing Rex's enthusiasm, his features were grave.

      "Security will be tight around the city, so getting in is going to be difficult," Rex said. "I've a contact who will give us the papers we need to get through the gate. And then Sooty and I can sneak a team into the Crystal Palace."

      Quartz sipped his second flagon of mecks in silence. Finally he spoke, his voice low, his scheming eyes darting to the window.

      "I'm pleased you found me first. Your piss-pot uncles will not agree. They'd want us twiddling our thumbs in this hellhole, waiting for Brunel to call on us. If Brunel returns we leave Graveyard and go back to work in the factories and they can kiss their little business enterprise goodbye. It's best to keep word of his return as quiet as possible for now, lest it cause trouble. We'll have to approach Oswald first, try to convince him of this course of action."

      Thorn was stunned by Quartz's words, for she knew how much he loathed Brunel. Quartz had a long memory for the days under Brunel's reign as Lord Protector of England; he banished the Stokers to Graveyard, forced them to fight against Stephenson in the Gauge War, and turned the population of England thoroughly against them. But because many of the more powerful Stokers (especially the Williams) believed the Metal Messiah had been a champion of the Stokers, she knew Quartz had to be careful about his opinions. Quartz met Thorn's eye, and with a subtle shift of the corner of his mouth, conveyed to her that he believed it best that Rex believed Quartz agreed with him.

      Rex nodded, his eyes fluttering shut. He struggled to his feet. "I must find Oswald. We should make plans immediately."

      Thorn spoke. "You should rest." Yes, rest with me, Rex. She tried to push his shoulder back down.

      Rex brushed her away. "There'll be time enough for that. This is important." When he spoke to her, he sounded impatient, condescending. He knew she didn't share his beliefs about Brunel. She couldn't, not after everything Quartz and Aaron had told her. But Rex had never spoken to her like that before. Thorn gulped back a lump in her throat. What is wrong with Rex? Didn't he come back for me, so that we could be together?

      Quartz looked up. "Not so fast. You need to plan how you're going to approach him. You need to retain control. Oswald would have you take Edgar and Gabriel back to London. Edgar's fine; he's my man. Gabriel's mind is poisoned by the priests, occupied with Gods and gears and other lofty thoughts. He can't even swing a sledgehammer. He'll be naught use on the mission. You should insist on Lurgo Riley, Finnegan, your cousin Joel…and Thorn, of course. Her senses may prove useful."

      Thorn's heart leapt.

      Rex nodded his agreement, and moved towards the door. Thorn's body jarred as the heat of his hand left hers. She dashed down the stairs after him, not wanting him out of her sight so soon.
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      When Thorn walked into the glow of the fire drums with Rex on her arm, the destroyed Gast was instantly forgiven. Stokers tossed aside the long-handled pokers and rushed them, leaving trays of soot-cooked tricorn meat for the compies. Their hands grabbed at his tattered clothing as if he were some revered idol. Their voices spoke their surprise and delight; made gracious inquiries as to his well-being, asked anxious questions about his schooling and London, ululated prayers of thanks to Great Conductor, and mumbled musings about his mysterious return.

      Every few paces Rex stopped and touched hands and cheeks. He ran his fingers along the scratched and defiled 'STEPHENSON & COMPANY' lettering on the side of the stores carriage. He rubbed his sunken cheeks as though the heat from the fire drums burnt under his skin. He moved his bloody lips, as if to speak, to offer words of consolation and hope, but it was as though his effort in Quartz's parlour had spent him. He stumbled and leaned on Thorn, and managed to croak out, "Oswald—"

      Children stood to offer their seats as they passed by. Thorn pulled Rex onto an empty carriage seat – cushioned in faded leather, now cured with peat and gnawed by the compies – and rested his head on her shoulder.

      The children huddled together, staring at Rex and whispering among themselves. Rex's sunken face and bloodied hands frightened them.

      "Fetch Oswald," she commanded in a haughty tone – a tone she would never normally dare use in Graveyard – and they raced off. Thorn stroked Rex's hair and watched the untended fires splutter and fizz. Soot and ash billowed in the air, and she coughed into his hair.

      Lurgo caught her eye from across the flames. He smiled and started toward her, but when he saw Rex his face flashed with surprise, then hurt and defeat. He turned away and disappeared into the night.

      I can't worry about him now, not when Rex is here, and in such a state.

      "Bring him some food," she snapped at a girl who stood under the arm of the carriage seat, regarding Rex with wide eyes and rolling her tangled hair in the collar of her filthy smock. She sucked the deplorable cigar as if she were a wealthy English gentry-man, and smirked at Thorn.

      "Now!" Thorn raised her hand to slap the urchin, but the girl darted away towards the kitchen carriage. On the far side of the fire she heard a bow drawn across fiddle strings, and several youths leapt into an enthusiastic fire dance, spinning and swinging each other around the flaring drums. Thorn pushed Rex's head down as a hot coal flew over their heads.

      Now that Rex has returned, maybe I'll dance again.

      Oswald bolted through the crowd, pushing aside the dancers. The children slunk away from him, frightened by the chancellor's frenzy. When he saw Rex, Oswald dropped to one knee in the mud. "It is you.” His features twitched. The gaggle of children ran off amongst the fire drums.

      "I apologise for my sudden, unannounced return. The situation in London required me to come here with haste."

      "Why are you not in school? What of Sooty?"

      "He remains in the city. I have left the school, but it is for a good reason."

      "But you have returned to us … surely it is the blessing of Great Conductor. And after the unfortunate events of recent weeks—"

      "My father." Rex's voice strained, and Thorn saw the sadness creeping into his cold eyes. "Thorn told me. I want to see him."

      "I'll escort you to the smokehouse, but it can wait till tomorrow. You must be weary. Tonight you should rest."

      The girl returned, carrying an enamel plate piled with tricorn meat and another tankard of mecks. She did not run away like the others but stood on the edge of their conversation, staring at her feet and pretending to ignore them.

      Rex glanced at the girl, and at Thorn. "Father wouldn't have me rest. Should we find somewhere private to talk?"

      Oswald nodded. He pressed his cane – really a length of fine gauge filed down into a manageable shape – into Rex's trembling hand, and offered his shoulder as Rex rose. Thorn made to follow them, but Oswald shot her a look that said, you are not welcome, child of Nicholas the traitor.

      The little girl skipped after them, but Thorn grabbed her arm. "That's none of your business, you little wretch."

      She pulled against Thorn's grasp. "Leggo."

      "Not until you tell me your name."

      She poked her tongue out.

      "Lucile! Are you bothering this lady?"

      Thorn jumped at the masculine voice.

      "Daddy, she's hurting me."

      "Hush, pet. You were causing mischief, no doubt."

      Thorn released the child, who scurried between her father's legs. Thorn rose, embarrassed, and stared at the face of the new administrator, his Williams coat now dark with soot. The dancing firelight caught on his tidy brown curls and strong chin, casting an aura over his broad shoulders and long neck. His folded slate rested under his arm.

      "You must be older than you appear," she said, blushing. "A fine position and a family seem out of place on such a young face."

      "I'm only twenty-five. Do not mistake the fruits of youthful amour for age and respectability. Lucile has mostly been raised by my mother, but she owes her impertinence to my influence." He patted his simpering urchin on her bouncing curls and extended his hand. "I'm Joel Williams. I'm Aaron's second cousin. I was impressed by your hunt today."

      "Then you must be blind, Mr. Williams, for I lost one Gast, and a boot." She pointed to her mismatched footwear for emphasis.

      He laughed, throwing back his head. The smooth line of his chin caught in the firelight and Thorn fought an unusual urge to run her fingers along his jaw.

      Her face burnt with shame as she drew her hands behind her back. Rex has returned, and all I can think of is this stranger?

      Joel bent down and whispered something in Lucile's ear. She darted off, unable to resist pulling one final foul face at Thorn before she disappeared into the throng.

      Now free of his daughter, Joel settled himself beside her on the carriage seat, where only moments ago Rex had slumped. Thorn fingered her pin, feeling the prick of the gauge nail in her pinkie.

      "You're Thorn, right? Nicholas' daughter?"

      She nodded, her heart clenching. She did not want to hear anything more about her father's curse tonight, especially from a man who seemed so kindly spoken. "If you wish to have words about my father, I shall be on my way. Ill words spoken between Stokers will not improve our situation."

      "I've no mind to berate you, Miss Thorn. I've been seeking you out for a month now, but you're awfully difficult to pin down. If you're not busy with the animals or training with the Gast, you're with Lurgo Riley, who shoots daggers from his eyes every time I approach. But I've found you now. I wish to ask your opinion on a matter."

      Joel picked up the discarded platter of meat and offered it to her. Thorn took a piece and bit into the soft, fatty flesh. Her stomach growled and juice dribbled down her chin as she grabbed for another.

      "Which matter is this?"

      Joel dug a thin metal plate from his pocket and placed it on the seat beside her. Thorn wiped her hand on her lapel and picked it up, turning it over and feeling the rows of bumps.

      "I found this in the Clegg carriage."

      She gasped. "You went inside that?" The carriage was the one that had carried the last of the Stokers from London to Graveyard following Brunel's defeat. The children whispered that it was haunted, and hardly anyone dared approach it.

      Joel's lips drew into a roguish grin. "Finnegan O'Hagan challenged me to spend the night inside. Childish, I know, but I'm not one to back down from a dare. There was a fine bottle of whisky at stake. I found that plate wedged into the floor grate. It was probably left there by one of the Stokers when they came from London. I've cleaned it off as best I can."

      "What is it?"

      He frowned. "Did your father ever show you the original plates from Engine Ward? General Babbage's machines were controlled by means of these plates, even the highly technical movements of the Boilers were programmed on plates like these. No other engineer has ever been able to replicate this system. Did you father never show you a plate like this?"

      Thorn rubbed rust from the enamelled corners. "I was only a few months old when my parents died. He never told me anything. Do you mean this is—"

      "—a plate to control a machine? It could be. All the plates were supposed to have been destroyed when the Engine Ward was burned, so no one has ever seen one. Very few people in Brunel's cabinet had access to these plates – just Brunel, Babbage, and your father, Nicholas."

      "You think this plate belonged to my father?"

      "It might explain how it came to be on the carriage, if your father gave it to your mother before he went to kill Brunel. If this is what I think it is, it could be the key to recreating some of Brunel's technology. That would be invaluable to the Stokers. It might be the thing we need to restore ourselves in the eyes of the country. But first I must figure out what it does, what its purpose is."

      Thorn ran her fingers over the rows of bumps, her chest heavy as she thought of her father holding this same plate. "If it is instructions for a machine, shouldn't you just be able to read it?"

      "But these symbols are not letters. Thorn, I'm wondering if Brunel and your father used a code."

      "Why would the Metal Messiah want instructions to the machines recorded in code? His machines were designed for people to use, and many people cannot even read simple letters. How would they know which instructions were which?"

      "That is what has me so perplexed. I think there's something on this plate Brunel wanted kept secret. I thought perhaps your father might have left something behind, some other information—"

      "All his effects were either burnt in London or confiscated by your uncles." She placed the plate back into his palm, and he quickly pushed it down in his pocket again. "Have you talked to Oswald or Gabriel about it?"

      Joel leaned forward, casting her in shadow, so his silhouette was ringed with fire. "I don't think you understand. No one must know about this code yet."

      "Why not? It's ours, part of Stoker history, right?"

      "Because…" and here his voice dropped so low she leaned right over and his whiskers brushed her cheek. The sensation sent jolts of electricity down her spine. "…it could be dangerous in the wrong hands, and I have to be sure what it does before I hand it over to the likes of Oswald. The Stokers already hate your father for killing Brunel. If they found out he had a code, that he kept secrets from them, can you imagine their reaction?"

      She nodded. "They'd kill me."

      "And worse. They'd string your body from the gate. They'd take your hands and your heart so you could never enter the Station of Life. Their hatred runs deep, Thorn, and now that you're a woman, you walk a knife edge."

      She shuddered, thinking of what Rex had revealed back at the Turret. You don't know how true that is, Joel Williams. "Why would Father have kept secrets? Aren't we all in the same graveyard here, so to speak?"

      "I don't know. But I'm not about to get either of us killed for my curiosity. Now I trust you not to tell either.” Joel's eyes penetrated hers.

      He left then, and in the abrupt shift between surprise and loneliness Thorn caught a whiff of him. He smelt … pleasant. Deep and somehow spiced, a taste on the tip of her tongue that had nothing to do with the usual smells of Graveyard. It reminded her of something she'd smelt or eaten in her childhood in London.

      Oswald and Rex would likely be scheming all night. She grabbed up the platter and stepped through the crowd. Might as well take Aaron some of the tricorn meat I shot, seems as it'll be the last time I do. If Rex finishes before dawn he'll know where to find me.
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      On her way to visit Aaron, Thorn went to check on the animals.

      The southern corner of Graveyard rose a short distance above the fenland, and the ground here was more solid and less prone to flooding. Thorn and Aaron had constructed pens and fenced off sections of the hillock, and the Stokers raised their own chickens, pheasants, deer and dogs. To many in Graveyard it seemed a fruitless task; the tiny birds were labour intensive to rear and scarcely fed six souls apiece, though the eggs were always welcome at the men's breakfast.

      The noise of revelry rose from the cooking fires, wafting over the silent city. Thorn caught snorts of laughter, snippets of conversation, the familiar smash of tankards against each other. Inside her head she heard different voices – shivering chickens, longing for a dry bed of hay; worried dogs, not knowing what had become of their master.

      From her perch on the gatepost Thorn gazed beyond the city of scraps, where the luminescent orbs of the will o' the wisp danced over the stagnant waters. Across the fenland she heard the distinct warble of a male tricorn. From up here the wasteland seemed almost tranquil.

      Wind, Aaron's favourite greyhound, nudged her boot with his nose. She tossed him a scrap of tricorn meat, which he swallowed in one gulp. He nudged her again, begging for more.

      She sighed. "They'll be naught for you anymore, my friend. My hunting days are over."

      It wasn't fair. But the Stokers didn't believe in fair. They believed in omens and curses, and most of them still believed in Brunel, whom Thorn's father had killed. No one knew why Nicholas Thorne had turned on his master, not even Thorn, because he too had died in the blaze that toppled the Engine Ward. But the Stokers would sooner assume her father's death a punishment for treachery than contemplate that maybe, just maybe, Nicholas Thorne had a good reason for what he'd done. Maybe he wasn't a traitor. Maybe they were wrong about him, and wrong about Thorn.

      Quartz believed that. And so did Aaron, and a few others. But they were the minority, especially now that Aaron was ill and Oswald had control over Graveyard again. And now that Rex had returned with his wild plans to restore the Stokers, and Joel's secret plate lay ready to threaten her life, Thorn wondered how safe she was amongst her own people.

      Thorn sighed. Her greatest hope – to prove her father's innocence – slipped ever further away. If she couldn't control her sense, couldn't learn to channel the connections between her mind and others, she would never find a way to learn the truth about her father.

      Joel Williams' plate could hold the answer, or it could damn Father and me forever.

      Wind nudged her leg again. At least he understood. Aaron had sensed Wind's mind so often that man and dog worked as one, and Thorn could connect to him without even thinking about it. Wind's mind reached out to her, and she entered it, feeling his memories, his concerns, and his hunger. She threw him another chunk of meat.

      "If only every mind was as simple as yours, Wind." She scratched him behind the ears. His wide eyes regarded her drawn face. He barked once, and she stood up. The string between their minds snapped away, and Thorn was once again alone inside her head.

      "Try not to worry – Aaron is strong. He won't leave you, and nor will I. I'll be back tomorrow, I promise." She waved to the animals and jogged off towards the smokehouse.

      A small Rothwell carriage outside the western boundary was used as the smokehouse. Medicinal care was in the claws of Old Hatchie, a toothless crone with a hunched back and a distasteful odour whose solution to most ailments consisted of a draught of mecks and a night in the smokehouse.

      Old Hatchie stood guard outside, hunched over an overturned barrel puffing on a pipe. A mountain of peat cuttings leaned against the side of the carriage, ready to stoke the smoking fires. She set down the pipe and grinned her toothless smile as Thorn approached.

      "He's been expecting you," she croaked. "Try to get him to drink something. He's refusing his medicine again, the poxy bastard."

      Thorn smiled. Aaron was always a sensible man.

      She ducked inside and approached Aaron's bed at the far end of the smokehouse, under a grimy window so he could look at the stars. His once broad frame shivered under the threadbare blankets, and his dry, ashy skin crackled as he turned to face her. Thorn set the platter at the foot of his bed and knelt beside him, holding his matted hair back from his face as he coughed and spluttered.

      "How was the hunt?" he croaked.

      "Terrible, but that's not important now. Aaron, Rex has returned."

      The old man's eyes grew wide, and the corners of his mouth stretched into a smile, the effort splitting his parched lips. "My son? Is he well?"

      Thorn nodded. "Well enough. He'll come see you as soon as he's finished business with Oswald."

      "As right he should." Aaron coughed again, cloaking the sound with his sleeve. "Why does he have business with Oswald? What news does he bring from London? How does he seem?"

      "Like he's walked through the fires of hell. He's says the Engine Ward is being rebuilt. He thinks Brunel might have returned, although how that is possible I don't know."

      Aaron's eyes fluttered shut. He said nothing for a long time. A friend of her father's since long before her birth, Aaron had been gravely mistreated by Brunel and was the only Stoker who openly denounced the Metal Messiah's godhood. Aaron and Thorn's father had been close friends, and had worked together to stop Brunel's most insidious plans. When the Stokers were banished to the swamps, Aaron became their leader, and his family the most important one in all of Graveyard. Aaron had always looked after Thorn, trying to change the minds of the Stokers about her. He'd encouraged her and Rex's relationship, and Thorn knew he hoped that together they would one day lead the Stokers together. But now that he had taken ill, his brother Oswald was in charge, and if what Rex was saying was true, Aaron's hopes for the future of the Stokers grew dimmer.

      Finally, Aaron opened his eyes again. "Rex will inform me in his own time, I assume. Meanwhile, he is not by my side, and you are. Tell me about the hunt. Were you able to sense the beast?"

      "I think I caught one tricorn, but the second fell through my senses. We lost a Gast-Engine because of my foolishness."

      His bright eyes bore into hers. "You need to concentrate more. You can't expect to control the power overnight, little Thorn. It took me years to master it enough to control large beasts."

      "I don't have years. They'll find any excuse to be rid of me. They've already thrown me off the hunt. If I make one more mistake…" Or if anyone discovers that plate…

      "Nonsense. My son has returned to marry you, so you've no reason to worry."

      Thorn said nothing. She had hoped, of course. But Rex had barely looked at her all evening. He hadn't mentioned the marriage. And he was talking about returning to London.

      Aaron's eyes twinkled. "Don't look at me like that. It will happen. I know my son, and he loves you."

      Thorn nodded, her heart fluttering. He's right. Rex promised, and he would never go back on a promise. He did come home. He came home to me.

      "I'm placing you on dragon watch every morning from now on. You begin at seventh bell."

      "What? I can't—"

      "You can.” Aaron coughed again, gesturing at his convulsing belly. "Look at me, Thorn. I can barely stand anymore. I can't keep guard over this place forever, you know." He lowered his voice, and Thorn could barely hear his words over the crackling furnace and the moans of the other patients. "I'm weak inside these iron walls, Thorn. I can feel myself fading, my power slipping. If I have a few hours respite every day, perhaps I'll grow strong again."

      She stared at her feet, frightened that her very presence might be drawing his power away. "Wind misses you, and so do I."

      "Tell Wind I miss him too," he replied, patting her hand. "And that he's to stay strong, and concentration is the key to his success. And that he's not to frighten those chickens, otherwise their meat will go tough."

      She smiled, standing up and letting go of his hand. "I will. Goodnight Aaron."

      "Goodnight, little Thorn."

      [image: ]

      Either Rex had forgotten where Thorn's room was, or he had indeed stayed up past dawn, for Thorn rolled over at the sixth bell and discovered she was alone. A memory tugged at her brain, an image of a shadowed face, and the smell of spice against her skin. Perhaps Rex had not been the man in her dreams last night?

      She pulled her damp coat over her tunic, and wrapped a threadbare wool blanket around her legs, securing the ends with her pin. She pulled her tangled hair from under the net and stared at her crumbled, soot-smeared face in the scrap of brass leaning against the wall. She wouldn't be allowed to bathe again until next month, and could hardly remember what she looked like underneath the grime. Maybe Rex remembers, she thought and she rubbed at the soot on her cheeks.

      The night before he left for London they'd crawled into this same room – not really a room at all, but a low space between the third storey and the lighting
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